A hermeneutic tradition maintains that to understand means to understand differently.1 Although originally intended to describe our understanding of texts, the premise proves especially true in the realm of history. Historiography is necessarily selective. And it is never free of twists and distortions, /fan event is remembered (and how it is remembered) is not up to its actors and witnesses. For those who have to live it, history is a mess. It is only future generations that -in a complex interplay of memorizing and forgettinggive the past a meaningful and well ordered appearance.2
It is not surprising, therefore, that contemporaries of the revolution, which took place from 1791 to 1804 in the French colony of Saint Domingue on the very island where Columbus had built the first European settlement in the New World, failed to recognize the tory instead. And for a ridiculously small amount of money. A real bargain6 that in one stroke doubled the size of the United States.
Eight months later, on January 1, 1804, the former colony of Saint Domingue under its new leader Jacques Dessalines became independent and took on the ancient Amerindian name Haiti.7 What nobody would have anticipated could no longer be denied: A motley crowd of former slaves had somehow defeated "la grande armee" -the great army that in the preceding years had marched almost effortlessly through the whole of Europe.
There is no controversy about these facts. And no matter which standards we apply, the Haitian Revolution doubtlessly should rate among the major historical events of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. The fact may have gone unnoticed by its contemporaries, but it should on no account have escaped future historians.
Yet, somehow it did. It did in the United States, and it did even more so in Europe. When I started working on this article, I was a real pain in the neck for everybody I happened to meet. I have asked people sitting on a park bench next to me, cashiers in stores, waiters and teachers, as well as janitors and students if they knew anything about the Haitian Revolution and its leaders. Many of them didon one condition: They had to be Black. Blacks in the United States, it seems, have always kept the memory of the revolution alive.8 They did in speeches and pamphlets, in books and festivals. Thus, the anniversary of Haiti's independence was commemorated throughout the first quarter of the 19th century as an alternative to the 4th of July that offered little to celebrate for the Black portion of the nation (Bethel, 1997, p. 6).
With White Americans and Europeans, however, the picture was different. Even if folks didn't confuse Haiti with Tahiti for a start, the names Toussaint Louverture or Jacques Dessalines usually didn't ring a bell. "Wait a minute," people kept asking me, "you're telling me they really had a revolution down there? Interesting."
Interesting, indeed. Now please don't get me wrong. I don't want to blame anybody for his ignorance. It was only last year that I myself first heard about the Haitian Revolution. True, the political situation on the island was extremely complicated. But does this really entitle historiography to say, "Oh, that topic is just too difficult. We better skip it."10 Of course not. History always tends to be complicated. And it is historiography's task to understand it nevertheless. Or at least to try.
One might further argue that history is written by the winners. If you lose (and France, England, and Spain definitely lost in Haiti), you won't make a big fuss over it. That too, however, can't explain the joint silence of almost all Western historiography. The United States, without any doubt, had profited from the revolution. Yet, they not only actively tried to prevent the spreading of news about it by prohibiting all trade with Haiti; they wouldn't even acknowledge the very existence of the independent republic until well into the Civil War.11 And what's more, even if it made some sense for slave owners to hush up the revolution, why should the United States continue to do so, once slavery was abolished? It would be easy to just blame it on the malevolence of racist historians. I think, however, that there is more to it than just malice. I believe that there were (and are) structural features of Western historical discourse that can (and must) be held responsible for it.
To be more precise, I shall argue that the main difference between the Haitian and the French and American revolutions is that the former was utterly incomprehensible for its White contemporaries. And by incomprehensible I don't just mean that they didn't understand its details -what I want to say is that there was no way they could possibly have understood it. Not only because history is such a mess for those who live it, but because the very fact of a Black revolution was in itself unthinkable (Trouillot, 1995, p Slaves could run away, alright. They could kill their overseers (not nice, but it had happened before). They could even gang up against their masters and burn down whole plantations and cities (very unpleasant but possible). But they were certainly not capable of organizing themselves and combating (let alone successfully) a well-trained European army. Yet, they did. Here was the West, equipped with a whole ontology based on the notion that Blacks are inferior to Whites, unable to take care of themselves, naturally designed for slavery, the bottom rung of the ladder of human evolution -and these Blacks kept winning battle after battle. They defeated the French, they defeated the British, they defeated the Spanish. This simply could not be. Impossible. It is astonishing that in the two centuries since the revolution, the pattern of ignoring or belittling facts never really came to a complete stop. Even today, in most publications, one can easily spot the two major tropes that serve the purpose of silencing the disturbing voices that try to reach us from the Caribbean (Trouillot, 1995, p.  96ff) . The first class may be labeled "erasing tropes." By denying the very fact of the revolution, these tropes are usually employed by textbook authors. The simplest way to apply erasing tropes is to just shut the hell up. If you can avoid it, don't write about it. The second class of rhetorical strategies is more complex. They silence by burying the events under layers of background noise. One may term them "trivializing tropes."15 They can roughly be divided into three subcategories.
First, many texts concentrate on isolated persons or events and empty them of their revolutionary content. Whatever they are talking about thus becomes a trivial detail in a trivial chain of events. Typical examples for this strategy are the numerous biographies of Toussaint Louverture. His life and (perhaps even more) his sad and lonely death in a cold dungeon of the Chateau de Joux, close to the city of Pontarlier in the French Jura mountains, served as an ideal screen for romanticizing tales of chivalry and treason.16 Ironically, it's exactly the practice of presenting Toussaint as so outstanding a Black person that obliterates the fact that he was Black. In most biographies, he acts like a European and succeeds as a European. 17
Second, in most texts published on the Haitian Revolution, one finds a strong tendency toward biophysical explanations and conspiracy theories. The revolution is explained as an overreaction to individually suffered atrocities, combined with a thorough misunderstanding of French revolutionary theory that somehow just got out of hand. Its success is put down to the interference of other European forces in the conflict and further explained by overemphasizing European losses through yellow fever and tropical climate.18 True, these authors concede, the European armies were defeated -not by a superior Black army, however, but by an unhappy coincidence of bad weather, mean bugs, and competing European powers. Within this line of thinking, even one of the strangest details of the French campaign suddenly seems to make sense: When, in November 1803, the leader of the French army, General Rochambeau, finally gave up fighting, he negotiated a 10-day armistice with Dessalines and then surrendered to a British fleet cruising offshore.19 At this time, Rochambeau had been fight-ing against a Black army for about 2 years. One might think that this should have been time enough to somehow realize that his enemies had neither White faces nor were they fighting under the Union Jack. But having been beaten by Blacks, very obviously, was not something that he considered a possibility.
Finally and third, the events are judged from an exclusively Western vantage point. This, too, was a powerful silencer. According to Western standards, the revolution had been a failure. It had been a failure on the economic level, and it had been a failure on the political and social levels. No matter how much damage 13 years of civil war and the subsequent embargoes by France, Britain, and the United States had done to the local economy, the fact is that although French Saint Domingue once was the richest colony the world had ever seen, the independent state of Haiti soon was to become the poorest country in the Western hemisphere. And freedom? Sure, the country was now ruled by Black dictators. But does the absence of a White ruling class already qualify as freedom?
Dealing with the Haitian Revolution, the critical question for historiography usually was, Did it improve the living conditions of the people according to Western standards? And the verdict was almost unanimous: No, it didn't. Things changed, but they changed for the worse. This assessment is certainly true for large parts of the 20th century. The situation was, however, less clear in the years immediately following the revolution. The enormous death toll among the slaves, which required constant importation of Africans to keep the labor force at least to some extent stable, dropped down to a level that could be evened out by births. And compared to the living conditions of working class people in Europe, the Haitians were probably rather better off than many of their Western contemporaries (not to mention the slaves in the southern United States).
The underlying principle of the latter argument makes no attempt to disguise its teleological nature. It is deeply rooted in an understanding of history as evolution. Revolution, in this worldview, is seen as nothing more than a shortcut of evolution -a great leap toward a bright future instead of many small steps. And this bright future, of course, is one according to Western standards. It leaves no space for alternative value systems or lifestyles. Accordingly, when historians dealt with the Haitian Revolution, they usually described it as devolution -as a reversion to African barbarism in the absence of White control.20 It took more than 130 years after the revolution for the first couple of books breaking with this view to reach a larger audience in the West.21 Since then, at least some scholars have changed their perception of the events in Haiti, even though the wide public still remains largely unaffected by this new approach.
There is, however, at least some hope that things might change in the future. Last April, it was 200 years since Toussaint Louverture was found dead in his chair at the Chateau de Joux. The anniversary did not go unnoticed. In Pontarlier, it was commemorated with a calendar, prestamped envelopes and postcards, exhibitions, theater productions, concerts, a Haitian film festival, and numerous talks and speeches. None of them tried to deny the atrocities France committed during its colonial period and the Haitian war of independence, none of them tried to belittle the role of Blacks in the revolution, none of them fell into the trap of equating revolution with evolution or devolution, and there were quite a number of Haitian artists involved in the planning and realization of the events.
It is probably correct to say that Europe has started appropriating the Haitian Revolution by making it part of her own history. I think, however, that this is a good move. It signals the longneeded break with the Eurocentric assumption that everything of historical importance must have been done by Whites. And it might eventually open the path to a less-biased view of history. It is only a small step, but one in the right direction. It is hoped that it is a beginning -the beginning of substituting Eurocentricity for Eurocentrism. Among the more influential texts dealing with the Haitian Revolution were Holly ( 1 857) and Smith ( 1 84 1 ). For further evidence for the vivid image of the revolution in the memory of Black America, see Foner (1975) . Apart from nonfictional texts dealing with Haiti, the revolution has found its way into numerous novels and dramas (e.g., Shange, 1977) : "TOUSSAINT/my first blk man/ . . . TOUSSAINT L'OUVERTURE/waz the biginnin uv reality for me" (p. 26). See also Gillespie (1998).
9. Actually, I had read about it before. There are some taint echoes of the revolution in German literature (e.g., Buch, 1986; Kleist, 1811). These echoes, however, did little to make me believe that anything important had happened in Saint Domingue after 1791. My history books did even less. It was only when I started to study African American authors of the 19th and early 20th centuries that I started to understand the significance of the events.
10. And complicated it was indeed. Not just two parties or three but multiple: enslaved Africans and locally born slaves, free Blacks and Mulattos (or anciens libres), French plantation owners and merchants (the grands blancs or big Whites) and their overseers, peasants and artisans (the petits blancs or little Whites), Royalists and Jacobins, the British, the Spanish, and the United States. Each of these groups fighting the others in varying coalitions and with varying political agendas. And complications didn't stop here. It seems hardly possible to only fit the major leaders of the revolution into handy categories. They certainly were not just a bunch of "gilded Africans," a contemptuous Napoleon once called them, swearing that he would not rest until he had torn the epaulettes from their shoulders (Parkinson, 1978, p. 155) . But who were they?
The best known of the leaders, without any doubt, is Toussaint Louverture. His parents were brought from Africa (his grandfather generally is believed to have been king among the Arada). Toussaint was born into slavery as Francois Dominique Toussaint Breda. Sometime around the year 1 773, he was set free or bought his freedom. He acquired a small coffee plantation and became himself a slave owner -at least for some time (see Debien 21. It was not until 1937 that this view was distorted by the publication of Mellville Herskovitz's Life in a Haitian Valley. Herskovitz showed that the Haitian hinterland was indeed predominantly "African" but that it was by no means degenerate. In the field of historiography, it was C.L.R. James's (1938) classic, Black Jacobins, 1 year later that broke with the dominant approach.
